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Abstract 
In recent years Australia has witnessed a spate of inner city revitalisation 
projects as part of a general trend in urban renewal.  Inner city 
redevelopments have transformed parts of Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane and 
other Australian cities.  In this article we explore the impact of  urban design, 
one of the tools of the redevelopment process, on the property market by  
considering two major projects in inner Brisbane where the selected sites and 
adjacent neighbourhoods have evolved from working class into upper-middle 
and high-income class enclaves.  We also investigate relationships between 
the changing urban environment and property prices of the two studied 
redevelopment sites and their surrounding areas. The paper provides some 
mixed evidence that urban design master planned inner city enclaves might 
boost property prices however evidence is inconclusive because property 
submarkets in the two locations are segmented by heterogeneity of building 
stock, accessibility and the effects of urban blight. 
 
Inner City Transformation in Australia 
The past two decades have witnessed a major shift in urban policies 
towards refurbishing the decaying inner city areas. Although there is no 
question that inner city redevelopments improve and enhance degraded built 
environments, there is mounting criticism that such transformations cater to 
only a select group of the community. Further, they often result in 
disconnection from the remaining fabric of the city (Fainstein 1994, Marshall 
2003, Meyer 1999). Transformations in the hearts of Australian cities have 
been characterised by waterfront revitalisation, central city redevelopment 
and regeneration of obsolete and degraded inner city sites.  
The trend in waterfront redevelopments began in Sydney with the 
Darling Harbour project in the 1980’s and was followed by South Bank in 
Melbourne and its current extension over to Docklands. Docklands is 
currently the largest inner city renewal project in Australia (Williams 2004). 
The Brisbane City Council seeded an Urban Renewal Taskforce in 1991, 
ostensibly targeting inner city suburbs, resulting in $3 billion investment 
(Urban Renewal Taskforce, 2003) in the revitalisation of riverfront suburbs 
such as Newstead and Bulimba.  Brisbane’s South Bank and Kangaroo Point 
were redeveloped in the mid 1990s (South Bank Corporation 1994, Brisbane 
City Council 2000). These projects transformed original sites and sparked a 
new developer-led typology of gentrification (Stimson et al 2000) but may 
have contributed to excessive investment in property (Ellis, 2001) and a 
possible housing bubble (Bodman, 2003, Waxman, 2004).   
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Other forms of inner city transformation include redevelopment of 
major public spaces, such as Federation square in Melbourne (Ostwald 
2004), and gradual gentrification of inner city districts through injection of 
capital works, stimulation of local economies and promotion of high and 
medium density residential developments (Adams 2004, Brisbane City 
Council 2003).  
Urban design is commonly used as one of the tools to transform and 
redevelop Australia’s inner city areas. This is either in form of general design 
guidelines attached to particular local area plans or more comprehensive 
urban design master plans for specific precincts.  According to Hamnett 
(2000), contemporary cities in Australia are portrayed as economic and 
cultural entities. Entrepreneurial activities are encouraged in order to 
enhance precinct competitiveness with the role of urban planning as a 
supporting tool for civic boosterism. 
Sharing Hamnett’s view on Australian urban planning, we review two 
transformed areas in Brisbane, South Bank and Kelvin Grove Urban Village 
(currently under construction), both outcomes of urban design master plans, 
and further examine the implications for the property market in and around 
the two subject areas. However first it is essential to discuss the principles, 
role and scope of urban design, its practical application around the World and 
in Australia. 
 
The Role of Urban Design 
It is commonly believed that urban design plays an important role in 
filling the methodological gap between architecture and town planning 
following the split between the two disciplines in the early 60’s in the UK 
(Frey 1999).  The author, however, assigns a much wider role to urban 
design. He asserts it has been closely associated with all land use physical 
planning, and its levels of interventions range from regional to city to the site 
level. As such, according to Frey (1999:16):  
“…urban design is not and should not be a discipline in its own 
right, somewhere between planning and architecture. Designing 
of city or parts of it should be an operational component, from 
urban planning, traffic and infrastructure planning and 
engineering to urban landscaping and architecture’.  
In addition, it is a widely shared view among both professionals and 
scholars that urban design is a tool to make better places for people. 
Carmona, et al (2003) elaborated on this view by arguing there have been 
two ways of understanding urban design: the ‘visual-artistic’ tradition and 
the ‘social usage’ tradition. The ‘visual-artistic’ tradition focused on visual 
qualities and aesthetic experience. For example, the ‘visual artistic’ tradition 
was very dominant in Gordon Cullen’s townscape approach in the 1960’s. In 
contrast, the ‘social usage’ tradition emphasised the way in which people use 
and colonise the space. The prominent supporters of the ‘social usage’ 
tradition included Kevin Lynch, Jane Jacobs and Christopher Alexander during 
the 60’s and 70’s Carmona et al (2003)  
More recently, both traditions have been synthesised into a third 
‘making places’ interpretation. This is concerned with the provision of a 
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quality environment and behavioural setting. Carmona et al (2003) imply 
that, in relation to the place making tradition, the notion of urban design is  
‘…the design and management of the public realm-defined as 
public face of buildings, spaces between frontages, the activities 
taking place in and between these spaces, and the managing of 
these activities, all of which are affected by the uses of buildings 
themselves i.e. the private realm’ (Carmona et al 2003: 7). 
One of the basic principles of good urban design is to provide for 
mixed income, socially balanced equitable communities which as a 
result allows for greater diversity in building, form and scale (Carmona 
et Al 2003, Congress of New Urbanism 1999, Aldous 1992)  
Although making places for all types of people is the major goal of 
urban design, it has been criticised on a number of accounts.  The main 
charge is that it fails to focus on aspirations and preferences of end-users. 
Instead it has become a tool to design places that would significantly 
improve the image of a particular city in the overall global economic 
framework. For example, Inam (2002) argues that contemporary urban 
design is vague because it is an amalgam of traditional architecture, 
landscape architecture, urban planning and civil engineering. Particularly, 
that it concentrates mainly on aesthetics of physical form becoming 
‘architecture at a larger scale’ (Inam 2002:38).  
Design solutions are generally prepared by local authorities, private 
developers and more recently by joint ventures between those two parties. 
As such, local community involvement in the urban design process is usually 
limited. More often local communities are invited to have their say at the end 
of the process when urban design solutions have already been determined  
The focus in today’s global market economy is placed on buildings and 
the immediate private realm which represents the saleable space often at the 
cost of the public realm space. This is often described as ‘SLOBB’, that is: 
Space Left Over Between Buildings’ (Bentley 1999:14). Gospodini (2002) 
argues that urban design is becoming one of the major tools used to boost 
city image and increase inter city competitiveness. In major European cities 
such as Paris, Milan, Berlin, Frankfurt and Stockholm, local authorities place 
international competition as the main theme of city policy, sometimes at the 
cost of local residents (Newman and Thornley 1995). 
In a number of Western European countries urban design has been 
traditionally integrated as part of local and structural planning. Urban 
frameworks regulate both land uses and the built form, becoming legally 
binding local plans. In Germany, Holland, France and Scandinavia local plans 
have traditionally had very strong urban design components (Beatley 2000). 
For the past decade, planning in Australia has been mainly two-
dimensional, characterised by zoning schemes and development control 
regulations. Urban design has entered the planning vocabulary more as 
rhetoric than practice. However, in major cities such as Sydney, Adelaide and 
Melbourne, urban design guidelines and simplified frameworks have been 
integrated into the local plans (Sydney City Council (2002), Melbourne City 
Council (2002), and Adelaide City Council (2003).  On the other hand, 
comprehensive urban design master plans have been prepared by state 
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governments, local authorities, private developers and joint public/private 
ventures for unique parts of the cities, such as decayed waterfronts or post-
industrial sites, where major redeveloped has been anticipated. South Bank 
and Kelvin Grove Urban Village are two such areas where redevelopment was 
preceded by preparation of an urban design master plan. 
The two case study areas will be now briefly discussed followed by 
examining the behaviour of the property market. 
 
 
 
 
South Bank, Brisbane  
South Bank (see Figure 1) comprises a 42 ha site, including 16 ha of 
parklands, located on the southern bank of Brisbane River directly opposite 
from the CBD. Since 1989, South Bank has been managed by South Bank 
Corporation (SBC) a government owned and funded company with full 
protection of the crown (Mules 1998). The precinct comprises parklands, 
cultural and educational facilities, luxurious apartments, hotels, retail and 
commercial offices. It caters to local and external visitors, high-income 
residents and the business community, and has also become a key public 
space in Brisbane (South Bank Corporation 2003).  
Until the 1950’s South Brisbane was the main port and trade centre of 
the city. During the Second World War the area was a flourishing 
entertainment precinct with numerous clubs, theatres and hotels (Mules 
1998, Longhurst 1992). Nobel (2001) poses that decline of the area 
commenced in the 1950’s, when the port was relocated to the mouth of the 
Brisbane River. As a consequence, South Brisbane became an unattractive 
and degraded inner city area in stark contrast to the growing modern CBD 
across the river. Businesses, theatres and nightclubs were closed and 
replaced by warehouses and light industrial uses (Mules 1998).  Berchevaise 
(1974) described South Brisbane by the 1970’s as predominantly a working 
class district with ethnic minority enclaves.  
In the mid 1970’s the Queensland Government designated land used 
by the Brisbane Fish Market, adjacent to the newly constructed Victoria 
Bridge, for a new Performing Arts Complex. Later, in 1984 The Queensland 
Government acquired and cleared 16 ha of land adjoining the new Performing 
Arts Complex to host the 1988 World EXPO marking the Australian 
Bicentennial Celebrations of 1988 (Mules 1998, Longhurst 1992). The 1988 
EXPO served as a catalyst for further redevelopment of South Bank that also 
contributed to the transformation of adjoining areas of South Brisbane and 
West End. Since 1989, South Bank has continued to undergo redevelopment, 
monitored by the SBC. The work has been undertaken by major stakeholders 
such as Stocklands Pty Ltd, Honeycomb, Mirvac, MTM, Seymour Group, 
Theiss and Griffith University (South Bank Corporation 2003) 
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Figure 1: View of South Bank (left side of photograph) and section of Brisbane CBD 
skyline on opposite side of the Brisbane River. Source: Architecture Australia, photo 
John Gollings 
 
 
The first urban design master plan for South Bank, with a theme of 
creating ‘the park in the buildings within the park’, was prepared in 1990 by 
Media Five Architects (currently Desmond Brookes International) (Nobel 
2001:88). The plan proposed recreational parklands along the river, high rise 
luxury condominiums along the southern extent, and a bus tunnel along Gray 
Street. and an elevated boulevard providing access to the condominiums. 
However, the plan was unpopular among developers because of the costs 
involved in building an elevated boulevard and also among professionals for 
its isolationism, exclusiveness and lack of connection to the surrounding area 
(Nobel 2001; Mules 1998).  
A change in chairman and board of SBC in 1996 saw a new vision for 
the area focusing on design and quality rather than maximising development 
potential. Subsequently a new master plan was developed by Denton Cocker 
Marshall (DCM).  The plan focused on improving the visual and physical 
connectivity of the precinct with the surrounding urban fabric. The idea of a 
bus tunnel along Gray St was abandoned and reinstatement of Gray Street in 
the form a boulevard was recommended.  As a result of the DCM plan the 
linkages between various parts of the precinct were strengthened by the 
development a bougainvillea clad walkway, the Arbour.  The links with the 
CBD were reinforced by the construction of a pedestrian bridge (Noble 2001). 
Gray Street was transformed through hard and soft landscaping, uniform 
street furniture into a prime city boulevard. Medium rise residential blocks 
with retail uses on ground level were developed along Little Stanley Street 
creating one of the prominent outdoor café culture environments of Brisbane. 
In addition, as an initiative of Brisbane City Council, Melbourne St, linking 
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South Bank and West End, was transformed into a second boulevard in the 
area. 
The development of individual sites within the South Bank precinct is 
regulated by the South Bank Development Plan. The Plan consists of 
development aims, urban design principles, and requirements with respect to 
building height, setback, envelope, massing, site arrangements, landscaping, 
vehicular and pedestrian circulation for all nine precincts that comprise the 
South Bank area.  
The implementation of the South Bank Master Plans and Development 
Plans has resulted in major physical, social and economic transformation of 
what was a working class area of Brisbane.  The area has been totally 
gentrified, becoming in effect an inner city residential enclave for some of the 
most affluent citizens of Brisbane.  
 
Kelvin Grove Urban Village  
 Kelvin Grove Urban Village (KGUV) has been proposed as an 
integrated redevelopment of 16.5 ha of land owned by the Queensland 
government Department of Housing, Brisbane City Council and Queensland 
University of Technology (QUT). KGUV is located in the inner city suburb of 
Kelvin Grove, a few kilometres northwest from Brisbane’s CBD. The land 
incorporates a former military barracks and part of QUT Kelvin Grove 
Campus. It is being redeveloped for the purpose of housing, retail, teaching, 
research and recreational facilities, as shown in Figure 2.  
Kelvin Grove was first settled in the second half of the 19th century and 
a tram line linking it with the city centre was opened in 1901. Previously part 
of the Ithaca shire, Kelvin Grove became part of the Greater Brisbane Council 
when formed in 1924. Kelvin Grove campus of QUT, originally the Kelvin 
Grove College of Advance Education, remains an important education centre 
as one of the principal tertiary education campuses of Brisbane (Brisbane 
City Council 2004). The suburb of Kelvin Grove has traditionally been a low 
to medium income inner city area. 
Byrne (2003) in describing the KGUV project claims it sets out to be a Green 
Project by incorporating three dimensions of sustainability: social, economic 
and physical environment. According to Byrne, social sustainability will be 
achieved by the creation of mixed income residential neighbourhood, 
promotion of a wide range of housing types, use of crime prevention through 
environmental design, integration of public transport services, inclusion of 
local and neighbourhood shopping and inclusion of university community. 
Economic sustainability will be achieved by creating a new employment 
centre, delivering new commercial and residential developments at higher 
inner city densities, providing space for private sector creative and innovative 
industry, developing a close physical relationship between university and the 
public realm, and by providing housing exhibiting high Ecologically Sound 
Development (ESD) practices. Sustainability in the physical environment will 
be achieved by consideration of the metropolitan context, urban design 
concepts and master planning, provision of sustainable infrastructure, 
guidelines for building design and construction (Byrne 2003)  
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The Master Plan for KGUV prepared by Hassell (Queensland University 
of Technology 2004) is based on the “urban village” concept initiated in the 
United Kingdom in the 1990’s. Features of an urban village include high and 
medium density mixed use development, pedestrian friendly environment, 
population of 3000-5000, provision of basic facilities within 10 minutes 
walking distance comprising a range of activities, encouraging a 1:1 ration 
between jobs and residents (Urban Villages Forum 1991). KGUV will be the 
first urban village of its kind in Australia, as a mixed land use development 
comprising of private and affordable housing, teaching and research facilities, 
recreational facilities, commercial and retail uses. The idea is to create a 
vibrant 24 hour mixed use precinct with special focus on reinforcing the 
public realm, providing pedestrian environment and a safe community 
(Queensland University of Technology 2004).   
 
 
Figure 2: Master plan for Kelvin Grove Urban Village. Source www.hassell.com.au 
  
 
 
As a result of State Government involvement the former Gona 
Barracks military land will be designated for development of affordable 
housing. Provision of affordable housing along with more luxurious private 
housing will allow for the establishment of a mixed-income community. The 
Master plan designates five major precincts:  
• The Village Centre Precinct incorporating major retail and 
community services 
• Health and Recreation Precinct providing recreational and 
community facilities for the entire community 
• Mixed Use Precinct which will provide an employment and 
business node for the residential areas and QUT campus   
• Residential Precinct is divided in to four different areas namely 
R1 allowing 2 to 3 habitable floors, R2 allowing 3 to 4 floors, R3 
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with buildings 4 to 5 floors and finally r4 allowing 5 to 6 
habitable floors. 
• Special Use Education precinct facilitating education related 
uses.  
The plan provides for heritage protection during the rehabilitation of 
the Gona barracks military buildings. The primary challenge for stakeholders 
involved in KGUV is to create a sustainable place with strong identity and a 
sense of community (Queensland University of Technology 2004). 
A non-profit independent organisation, Brisbane Housing Company, in 
partnership with the Queensland Government (Department of Housing) and 
the Brisbane City Council plan to provide for affordable rental housing 
comprising of 136 units (40% of the total KGUV housing stock). A mix of 
studio units and apartments is planned to meet the needs of a variety of 
tenants and to create a more mixed-income village community (Brisbane 
Housing Company 2004).   
Although relation to surrounding inner city areas has been considered 
in the master plan, the existing physical and visual links to the CBD, Petrie 
Terrace and Spring Hill are poor. The construction of the North-East Freeway 
effectively cut off the KGUV site from the central parts of the city. However a 
study focused on ways of upgrading links with neighbouring suburbs and the 
CBD has been undertaken by City West Task Force as an on-going part of the 
City West Strategy (Queensland Government 2003).This may help to 
alleviate the poor connectivity issues in the future. 
Although ecologically sustainable development, including creation of a 
socially balanced and mixed-income community, is the prime goal of KGUV, 
the proposed development is expected to have a profound impact on the 
surrounding residential communities of Kelvin Grove, Herston and Ennoggera 
and is likely to serve as a stimulator for increasing real estate property 
values.  
 
In the second part of this paper we examine the nexus linking urban design 
changes to property markets in and around South Bank and Kelvin Grove 
Urban Village.  Although we found some evidence for price boosterism, it is 
likely that price differentials have a number of different causes separate from 
urban design initiatives.  The recent enthusiasm for investment property 
emerged from a fortuitous, for some people anyway, conjunction of 
circumstances including relatively strong, if inequitable, economic growth, 
low interest rates and a poorly performing share market, following the dot 
com crash.  These factors in conjunction with tax distortions favouring 
property and various media accelerators may have led to a “poisoned legacy 
of debt, insecurity and hardship being passed to future generations" (Disney, 
2004). 
 
Property market – South Bank and Kelvin Grove in a wider Brisbane 
Context 
Super-gentrification, according to Rofe (2004), represents a new 
commercial phase of development in already gentrified areas. The 
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transformation of Brisbane’s South Bank can serve as a an example of Rofe’s 
super-gentrification, where a traditionally working class area was gentrified 
into an entertainment precinct comprising mixed uses available to the wider 
community, and subsequently has undergone a second wave of gentrification 
characterised by the building of up-market apartment buildings. Further the 
process of super-gentrification of South Bank is rippling out into the 
neighbouring suburbs of South Brisbane and the West End. New 
developments such as the Melbourne Street Boulevard provide a visual and 
physical link between South Brisbane, West End, South Bank and the CBD.  
Luxury residential developments have been built along the Brisbane River, 
and traditional ‘working class’ hotels have been replaced by so called 
‘European’ bistros.  These urban transformations are indicative of a strong 
gentrification and ‘yuppification’ of what was Brisbane’s working class or ‘blue 
collar’ inner city. Paralleling the urban transformation of South Bank has 
been an increase in investment by property speculators. For example, 
according to recent prominent real estate agency publicity, residential prices 
in South Bank and immediate surrounding areas as well as those in locations 
with River views have increased by 186% in the year to September 2003 
compared with an average of 25.9% for other ‘hotspots’ in Brisbane (PRD 
Nationwide Brisbane Research Report: Hotspots, 2003). Average prices of 
dwellings with river views now routinely pass the 1 million dollar benchmark.   
Although price growth rates quoted in the general media can often be 
selective and, consequently misleading, there are plausible reasons for high 
price inflation of individual houses in South Brisbane.   In a debt fuelled 
boom, housing sub markets can fragment further along perceived 
neighbourhood status demarcation lines such as water views which have a 
high income elasticity of demand.  
 
 Kelvin Grove Urban Village, on the other hand, does not adjoin the 
river.  Nevertheless, the previously cited real estate marketing literature, 
also lists Kelvin Grove as a projected 2004 hotspot based on ‘massive 
infrastructure injection’ (PRD Nationwide Research 2003).  The provision of 
affordable housing might dampen somewhat speculative investment and one 
might expect the price impact of KGUV on surrounding areas to be somewhat 
muted.  The relatively poorer connectivity of KGUV may also attenuate 
investment when compared to South Brisbane and West End.   
.   
The Sales Market Evidence of Price Premiums as a Consequence of 
Urban Design Projects  
Eppli & Tu (1999), in a comprehensive North American micro housing 
market study, found strong evidence of a link between urban renewal, in the 
form of New Urbanism projects, and rising property prices.  In a more 
general context, Clark (2004) point out that the roll-out of urban amenities 
attracts a creative workforce, stimulates development and consequently 
tends to boost property prices.   
In our research we used a variety or sources for information on 
property prices in South Brisbane/West End and Kelvin Grove.  Aggregate 
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information was extracted from the Department of Natural Resources and 
Mines property ownership database through a commercial provider - RP 
Data.  This information was supplemented by interviews with real estate 
agents, active in the respective markets, and reports on aggregate median 
suburb level house prices compiled by the Real Estate Institute of 
Queensland and accessed through their website.  Future research directions 
might further explore data on individual properties in the two locations.  The 
advantage of such individual property analysis is that it controls for structure 
and other quality attributes to more systematically isolate any price 
component added by urban design alone.  On the other hand the cost of 
obtaining and analysing large individual property samples is high.  Since our 
purpose was to simply highlight the possible unintended economic and 
distributional consequences of urban design initiatives, aggregate secondary 
data was initially deemed adequate.  However our initial results had to be 
supplemented by selective probing of individual property transactions in 
order to understand the heterogeneous submarkets in the two locations. 
. 
Analysis of urban design related premiums is hampered by housing 
market segmentation issues that relate to amenity, accessibility, social 
structure and historic housing stocks.  Some insight into housing market 
dichotomy for the study locations emerges by comparing sales of all property 
categories in the two locations for 1998 and 2003.  The former is the 
approximate date the latest housing boom started and the latter is the latest 
complete calendar year for which figures are available.   As Table 1 clearly 
shows, if all property transactions are included, over the five years to 2003 
Kelvin Grove showed the strongest growth.  However these initial results are 
misleading.  South Brisbane, the suburb abutting and including South Bank, 
is a heterogeneous suburb which includes significant industry and streets 
blighted by both traffic noise and visual dis-amenity from remnant industrial 
legacy buildings. 
  
 
Kelvin Grove  South Brisbane  
1998 2003 1998 2003 
Median property price (all 
categories including 
industrial) 
$179,000 $335,000 $215,500 $ 270,000 
Percentage increase in 
price of all properties 
 87%  25% 
Average Lot Area 337m 394m 279m 240m 
Number of sales 189 218 208 227 
Table 1: Summary comparative descriptive property market statistics using all properties sold in the study 
locations for the complete calendar years 1998 and 2003 
(Data Source:  DNRM accessed through RP Data in 2004) 
 
 
 
Differences in the summary data in Table 1 mirror the divergence of 
the fundamentals in the two markets and also hints at how the markets are 
evolving due to revitalisation.  The fundamental differentiators include 
diversity of housing stocks and variation in proximity and linkage to the 
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Central City.  The South Brisbane residential market is more affected by 
adjoining commercial properties and comprises a substantial unit element 
compared to Kelvin Grove’s mainly standard house lot sales.  The average lot 
size for all types of properties sold in both years in Kelvin Grove is 
significantly higher than in South Brisbane.  As the intensity of housing in 
South Brisbane has increased, lot size differentials between the two suburbs 
have grown.  Ignoring this change in the character of properties transacted 
over the five year period could lead to a misunderstanding of the, relatively  
modest, 25% increase in all property prices for South Brisbane compared to 
87 % for Kelvin Grove.  A comparison between the 1996 and 2001 ABS 
Census data illustrates the urban infilling activity which has been occurring in 
South Brisbane where high density building activity contributed to over 100% 
of the increase in dwelling numbers over the period, overcompensating for 
the houses demolished.  Consequently by 2001 only 19.5% of South 
Brisbane’s dwelling stock was separate houses compared to 54.2% for Kelvin 
Grove.  Consequently Table 1 summary information needs to be interpreted 
in the light of the complexity of the structure and structural changes taking 
place in the two location submarkets.  
 
As well as a higher density housing stock, the South Brisbane 
submarket is characterised by a significant industrial property component.  
Table 2 excludes units, apartments and industrial properties to leave only 
free standing, arms length transaction, houses sold in South Brisbane in 
1998 and 2003.  A different picture emerges from the analysis of these few 
remaining transactions.   
 
South Brisbane  
1998 2003 
Median “arms length” house price  $211,750 $ 345,000 
Percentage increase in median house price over five 
years 
 63% 
Average Lot Area 489m 482m 
Number of “arms length” house sales 10 13 
 
Table 2: Descriptive housing market statistics for free standing residential houses sold in South Brisbane 
for the complete calendar years 1998 and 2003 
(Data Source:  DNRM accessed through RP Data in 2004) 
 
 
Table 2 shows that, while the few free standing houses sold in South 
Brisbane in the two years were slightly more expensive than those in Kelvin 
Grove, - perhaps because of a premium for waterfront proximity or their 
greater average lot area - the rate of price growth between 1998 and 2003 
was only 63% over the five years compared to 87% over the same period for 
Kelvin Grove.    In the light of Table 2, the price growth figure of 186% for 
2003 alone, quoted in the media above, looks somewhat optimistic and is 
mainly related to ‘hotspot locations’ in and around South Bank or with River 
views. 
 Urban structural change has split the high density submarket in 
Brisbane.  While in 1998, the high density segment could be classified as 
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mainly a “downmarket” option, six years later the trend for luxury apartment 
living is reflected in the premium prices some luxury units now command in 
both locations.  New developments, just coming on stream, mirror the 
general trends.  For example, the price of a standard family two bedroom 
apartment (off the plan) in the Saville House, currently under construction in 
South Bank along Gray Street, ranges between $ 600.000-$ 650.000 while 
larger three bedroom apartments on upper levels with significant river/city 
views are quoted at $ 965.000 (Stocklands Pty Ltd 2004).  The prices now 
quoted for apartments in South Bank reflect its credentials as an established 
prime high density real estate location. Kelvin Grove may also evolve in this 
direction, although at the moment it remains largely a single dwelling 
neighbourhood. 
 
A history of sales data for the two locations is presented in Figure 3.  
It is consistent with the data presented in Table 1 above.   The drop in prices 
observed in South Brisbane in 2003, did not spill over to the adjoining West 
End or Kelvin Grove in that year.   The cooling of prices in South bank may 
have been a foretaste of a more general slowdown widely expected in 
Australian property markets.  West End still appears to be benefiting from 
ongoing investor led speculative premiums, although volumes of sales have 
already tailed off. 
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 Figure 3: Comparative evolution of Kelvin Grove, West End and South Bank Median House Prices 
compared to Brisbane Metropolitan average (sources REIQ and RP Data) 
 
 
A regression analysis of Brisbane’s metropolitan housing market using 
2001 census data supplemented by map-based categorical data was 
undertaken with the results presented in Table 3 below. The regression 
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analysis confirms the premium enjoyed by both study location 
neighbourhoods at the end of 2003.  The regression analysis also highlights 
the importance of industrial blight or its proxies in depressing property 
values in the Brisbane metropolitan area.  Some specifications, using 2003 
median suburb prices as the dependent variable, generated results with 
adjusted R2 of 0.79, indicating that the modelled variable could explain 
almost 80% of the observed price variation.  Although unresolved logical and 
statistical issues plague the hedonic technique (Diewert, U. 2004), it is 
nevertheless a useful tool for understanding the state of the market in a 
particular urban context.   As is shown in Table 3, significant explanatory 
variables - with p values less than 0.05 or less than a 5% probability of 
happening by chance included: 
• Urban amenities such water or other  views and cultural and 
entertainment attractions or infrastructure  
• Social structure such as childless couples, or 23- 34 year old 
single people 
• Economic vibrancy or lack of it as suggested by indicators such 
as the proportion of long term residents.  
Applying this model to the study locations, we found that median 2003 
prices in Kelvin Grove were $16, 000 above that predicted by the regression 
model.  The regression did not indicate positive residuals with South Brisbane 
which is consistent with the price slump in South Brisbane described earlier 
and illustrated in Figure 3.   As stated the price drop was probably a 
correction to excessive speculation in the oversupplied low quality unit 
market on the fringes of amenity influence of South Bank. 
 
Variable Coefficient/$ 
(impact on price) 
Standard Error/$ 
(dispersion) 
p-level 
(significance) 
Acreage + 55, 958 18, 318 .00273 
Industrial Blight -  41, 399 14, 439 .00484 
Water views + 26,011 11, 235 .0222 
Arts + 32, 667 15, 397 .0358 
Distance from CBD/ km - 5, 455 1, 051 .0000 
% settled residents 
(immobile > 5 years)  
- 1, 571 474 .00121 
% DINKS (double income no kids) + 1, 926 909 .036 
% 24-35 years - 7,388 2, 110 .00063 
Table 3: Summary statistics for Brisbane housing market regression model fitting suburb median price 
fourth quarter 2003 against aggregate Census and map data. 
(Data sources REIQ, ABS Census 2001, and Brisbane street map 2003) 
 
Rental Market Evidence for Price Premiums as a Consequence of 
Urban Design 
As illustrated by the GIS map in Figure 4 below, rented 
accommodation is more prevalent in Kelvin Grove than South Brisbane.  
Rented stock represented respectfully 70% in South Brisbane and 86% in 
Kelvin Grove of dwellings according to the 2001 ABS Census data.  In fact 
both locations have a relatively high rental sector, although this is somewhat 
masked by the commercial mix of property in South Brisbane.  The 
explanation for the size of the rental market lies in proximities to various 
universities (Queensland University in St Lucia, QUT in the City, Griffith 
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University in South Bank and QUT in Kelvin Grove).  Evidence of 
neighbourhood urban design related premiums was sought by comparing 
median suburb prices to average rents in the two study locations.  This can 
be considered a price to earnings proxy ratio (PE) for housing or the number 
of years it would take for average rents to pay back the initial capital 
investment.  In Kelvin Grove this would take 34 years, compared to a “rule of 
thumb” PE benchmark of 20.  Overpricing for South Brisbane appeared worse 
with a PE ratio of 38.    
The limitations of this rental aggregate suburb level data analysis has 
to be balanced by the expense of obtaining micro spatial street data on 
individual properties within walking distance from the newly developed sites, 
where urban design master plans have been prepared.  Anecdotal individual 
information however was obtained from a number of agents of companies 
renting real estate in South Brisbane.  The agent for Savilles, currently 
constructing Saville House on Grey Street, when asked whether people were 
prepared to pay a premium for properties in the neighbourhood said: 
“absolutely – no question about it “.  The specific reasons given were: 
• city and river views, 
• facilities such as cafes and cinemas,  
• closeness to CBD 
• three modes of transport access with two train stations 
 
The financial evidence of a rental premium is strong as Table 4 below shows 
with South Bank apartments enjoying, at a minimum, a 50% premium 
compared to the South Brisbane average. 
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Figure 4: Map illustrating the dichotomy of market structures with Kelvin Grove having a more significant 
rental market.  (Source 2001 Census Data)  
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 The 
Arbour 
River 
views 
The 
Arbour 
Street 
views 
Galleria 
River 
Views 
Galleria 
Street 
Views 
South 
Brisbane 
Apartme
nt 
Median  
Kelvin 
Grove 
Apartme
nt 
Median 
 
Full time 
Adult 
Total 
Weekly  
Earrings 
May 
2004 
Weekly rent / 
$ 
420 370 415  350 296 244 997.7 
 
Percentage of 
average 
income 
42  37 41  35 29 25 100 
Table 4:  Evidence for South Bank rental premiums on 2 bedroom unfurnished apartments weekly rents 
compared to REIQ suburb average rentals at for year to 30th June 2004  
Source: Individual quotations from property agents, medians from REIQ website 2004, using 2003 rents 
adjusted for increase in house prices. Figures from ABS catalogue 6302.0 and 6416.0 
 
Conclusion 
 This paper hints at a relationship between urban design and property 
prices, although we have pointed out the spatially limited extent of any 
boosterism and the macroeconomic circumstances clouding a reliable causal 
connection.  One of the basic principles of urban design is the development 
of heterogeneous mixed-income communities. The notion of using urban 
design to create equitable communities is widely shared across the 
professional spectrum in Australia. It is often the case, however, that 
creation of equitable communities is compromised to varying extents by 
commercial considerations (Carmona et al. 2002). Immediately abutting 
South Bank there are isolated examples of premium property developments, 
which may illustrate what some have called super-gentrification, caused by 
global capital inflows driving a ‘frenzy of large scale luxury apartment 
developments’ (Rofe 2004p193-194). Super-gentrification though is not 
spreading uniformly into neighbouring South Brisbane, at least for the 
moment.   While there are pockets of transformation of previously working 
class buildings, the process is uneven.  Developers site downmarket units in 
relatively cheap locations where industrial blight or other externalities 
constrain the possibilities of product upgrading.  The resultant capital starved 
and cramped dwellings dampen overall suburb price growth and make it 
difficult to disentangle evidence of price boosterism flowing from urban 
design projects. New trendy, status or symbolic consumption spaces are 
confined to the immediate vicinity of South Bank or other locations where 
public subsidies have managed to concentrate sufficient capital to overcome 
the negative environmental externalities, still constraining price growth in 
some sectors of this part of Brisbane.  Nevertheless, selective development 
has spilt over to amenable locations in the neighbouring suburb of West End 
so that overall one can compare the phenomenon seen in South Bank and 
surrounding suburbs to revitalisation as seen in other major Australian cities. 
Rofe (2004) demonstrates recent super-gentrification examples in inner city 
Newcastle where the latest transformations have a tendency to erase the 
industrial heritage of the city. Melbourne Docklands Development, another 
example of urban design master planning with potentially 20.000 new 
residents, has adapted many principles of ESD (Ecologically Sustainable 
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Development). However it is not promoting any form of affordable housing or 
concepts of a future mixed-income community (Melbourne Docklands 2004). 
 At this point in time, the Kelvin Grove Urban Village project, while it 
has gentrified enclaves in the neighbourhood, has not yet had a discernable 
significant price impact.   Long before the KGUV project was mooted, a 
conjunction of factors drove prices in Kelvin Grove.  Factors included: 
lucrative rental market opportunities, underpinned by the new university 
campus, and demand for accessible free-standing family housing in an 
environmentally acceptable setting. The dwellings created by the project 
form a small component of the overwhelmingly low density rental housing 
stock in the suburb.   
 Although the KGUV project does not provide for social housing, or for 
cheap student accommodation, the principle of injecting affordable housing is 
the first example of creating an equitable mixed-income and sustainable 
residential precinct in an Australian inner city. If successful, KGUV 
development could become a milestone in urban village development in 
Australian cities. However, with so much land in private ownership and 
development regulated largely by property market mechanisms, local 
authorities and state governments in Australia can only marginally influence 
urban design master plans to alleviate some of the negative social and 
affordability impacts of large-scale gentrification projects. The newly 
designed and built mixed income housing estates common in Holland or 
Denmark, where local authorities either own or have traditionally more 
development powers (Beatley 2000), cannot be duplicated in Australia.  
 Urban design in Australia has significantly improved the quality of the 
built environment; however it has also contributed to the rapid rise in some 
property values.  The cooling housing market will dampen boosterism in the 
future but, in the brave new world of falling property prices good urban 
design will attenuate discounting.  This paper has found that any price 
impacts of urban design are localised in the first instance and confined to the 
development itself.  Spill over effects into neighbouring pockets are muted 
especially where private sector costs of remediating blight erodes profit 
margins.  The consequence of selective capital investment targeted on urban 
design nodes has contributed to the fragmentation of submarkets in 
Brisbane, making analysis of housing market at the spatial scale of a suburb 
inadequate.  
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